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Opening Words, Jewish, from the Aleynu:

We give thanks for the shared voyage we call life,

for the memories, the jokes, the stories, 

for the ones who came before and the ones yet to be--  

and for the spirit of those who will be with us always.

Opening Hymn:  #51, “Lady of the Seasons’ Laughter”
Children’s Message

Joys & Concerns
Responsive Reading #649, “From Generation to Generation”
The First Reading:  “May Means Mother’s Day,” by the Rev. Katie Lee Crane:

“May means Mother's Day. I'm going to trust Hallmark and daddies and six-year-olds and grown-up kids who are mommies themselves to honor the mothers among us as they deserve to be honored-with brass bands, flags flying, breakfast in bed (and kitchens cleaned up afterwards). I wish for those mothers a memorable day full of love and laughter.

Sadly, I don't trust Hallmark to remember the feelings of the women who don't fit Mother's Day in quite the same wonderful way. There are no cards on the rack for the women who gave up children for adoption, never to see them again. No cards for the women who faced the painful and difficult choice to end a pregnancy. No cards for women who desperately want to conceive and bear children and cannot. No cards for women who have lost children of any age or for the women whose children have abandoned them in anger. There is little consolation for them on a day so full of ‘motherhood and apple pie.’
I always feel a little awkward on Mother's Day. I suspect there are those among you who do too. For one thing [Rev. Crane says], I have two mothers to remember: my adoptive mother (the one I knew and lost) and my birth mother (the one I lost and never knew). For another [she writes], there is no special day for women like me, women who love children and who chose, carefully and conscientiously, not to have them. Even now that I have stepchildren in my life, it's not my day. There are no cards on the rack to honor the special ‘grown-up friends’ that women like me try to be to our nieces and nephews, to our friends' children, to the children and youth in our neighborhoods, our churches, our schools. It's not that we want a medal for doing something we love; it's just awkward. Sometimes not having children is a source of grief. Sometimes it's a choice, and sometimes it's a mixture of both.

Every year when Mother's Day rolls around I wish there were just a little less hype about traditional motherhood, and a little more acknowledgment of not-so-traditional ‘mothers’ in our midst-- people who come in all colors, shapes, sizes, genders and ages. And more than anything, I wish there were a lot more empathy for those who suffer because mothers are being honored and they don't fit in in quite the same wonderful way.

Let us honor them all on this day. Women who conceived. Women who bore. Women who reared. Women who lost. Women who let go. Women who made different choices. And men who mother. Happy day. May each of you know your worth to all of us.”
Offertory 
The Second Reading:  adapted from, “Images of the Divine,” in Cries of the Spirit, the Rev. Marilyn Sewell, ed. [p. 237]:
“God is spirit, a mystery beyond human understanding, and therefore we can only approach that mystery through metaphor.  Our metaphors come, of course, from human and cultural understandings of the good, the loving, the just.  The problem is that in the formulation of the religious metaphors we live by, women’s experience has once again been largely discounted:  God has been king, prince, lord, father, conqueror, judge.  [Imagine, instead] the image of God evoked in surprising and rewarding forms:  a mother cat, a blossom pressed into a book, a gardener, a veiled woman, a new-born lamb.  Such images allow a divinity of softness and vulnerability, of tenderness and nurturance.  We are led to less fear and to more comfort and hope than traditional images alone have provided.”
Sermon:


Good morning, and a good Mother’s Day to all of you.

The other night on TV, I watched the musical, Camelot.  A revival of it was on PBS’s, “Live from Lincoln Center.”  It’s as finely done as I remember the old movie to be.  One thing I noticed--  In the original, Arthur used to say, “Don’t ever try to understand what a woman is thinking--  They don’t do it very often.”  Back then, that was supposed to be a joke.  That line has been changed to, “Men shouldn’t try to understand what women are thinking--  because in all of history, men have never been able to understand what women are thinking.”  I appreciate that this production re-wrote that sexist remark.  I’ve loved the musical Camelot since I was a little girl.  My parents had the soundtrack album.  They played it for us kids frequently, telling and re-telling us the story of King Arthur’s vision of a more civilized society.  Or course I wanted to be Gweneviere.  Her nickname even sounded the same as my name.  Camelot was described as an idyllic place to live; an Eden, if you will.  Life was supposed to be peaceful, harmonious, and comfortable for everyone, including that “there’s a legal limit to the snow, there.”  

But even as a girl of only about ten years old, I could sense that life for Gweneviere was not much fun.  That would have been, for me, the late sixties and early seventies. I was over-hearing a lot of the messages of the Women’s Liberation movement.  I was thinking about those messages often; they were sinking in.  I was absorbing the facts that women had the right to live on their own, independently; work at fulfilling and rewarding work, and at an equal wage to what men earn for the same work; that women deserve the right to make their own choices about whether to have a child, and about everything having to do with their bodies; that women should be treated in such a way that they feel empowered to use their own voice and determine the course of their own lives. At that young age, after the mailman had delivered the mail, I liked to go out and get it and see what had arrived.  I remember one afternoon seeing that a piece of mail was addressed to my mother as “Mrs. John W. Barrington.”  “Where did your first name go?”  I asked my mother.  “They wrote this so that your first name has disappeared.”  The reason I was aware enough to question whether my mother’s identity and role were being treated with due respect was because of the Women’s Liberation movement.  So that information and awareness also made me notice the plight of Gweneviere in Camelot.  Her marriage to King Arthur was for political reasons.  She’d never even met him before her wedding day.  Being Queen of Camelot sounds great on the surface.  But she had no voice of her own in determining the course of her life, nor in the politics of the country of which she was Queen.  She advised King Arthur.  But she didn’t have a vote of her own right. Most of her time was spent making appearances at balls and fairs and judging cattle shows.  That sounded tiresome to me.  
In the end, as we all know, Gweneviere and Lancelot fall in love--  a plot twist with no happy answer.  Gweneviere is almost burned at the stake.  But, at the last minute, Lancelot saves her.  I asked my parents what happened to Gweneviere after that.  They told me she was sent to a nunnery, to live there for the rest of her life.  No fun at all.  And, in fact, that is to be treated as an object, rather than as a person with civil rights.

The oppression of women for political reasons exists in more than just American musicals.  It is embedded in our religious history.  Unitarian Universalism has its roots in the Protestant Reformation.  And lest we think that the Unitarian Universalist Association has completely evolved above and beyond denying women political power within our denomination, it is a fact that the UUA has not yet ever elected a woman to be its president, despite runs by several outstanding female candidates.  This week I was reading an article in the April 26th New Yorker about the Church of England’s inner struggles around women in positions of power.  1994 was the year the C of E first allowed women to be ordained as priests.  And so that was the year of the debut of the comic BBC series, “The Vicar of Dibley,” in which the fictional vicar Geraldine Granger is an enormously successful and popular minister, despite challenges to her authority by the local patriarch and her bishop.  Since 1994, more than twenty-five hundred women have been ordained by the Anglican church.  But that denomination’s current conflict is over whether women should be allowed to be bishops.  There are Anglicans, both ordained and lay people and, I am sure, not just men but also women, who are vehemently opposed to female bishops.  That looks to me like a failure of imagination.  To me, that opposition is being too closed-minded to even try to imagine that the person helping us to heighten and clarify our sense of the divine could be female.  And so I chose to talk to the children this morning about stretching their imaginations to including many possible images, when they hear someone say the word, “God.”

The oppression of women for political reasons has roots in biblical scripture.  Just a few pages into Jewish and Christian scripture, Eve is portrayed as having committed a conniving sin, for which she  --and, indeed, all of humanity--  will be punished forever more.  Eve is commanded to be submissive and silent.  We now know that that myth of the Garden of Eden was written to discourage people then from continuing to follow the practices of worshipping “god” as feminine imagery.  Accurate research about ancient religions of the world began to be written in the 1970s--  that same period when I was absorbing the messages of the Women’s Liberation movement.  Before that time, Goddess worship was portrayed as only having been practiced by the odd, small, marginal groups in the hills and hinterlands.  It was sometimes portrayed as though it was just an excuse for partying in the fields.  Goddess worship was neither portrayed nor taken seriously.  But that portrayal wasn’t the truth.  Merlin Stone writes, in her book, When God Was a Woman [p. 4-5]:  
“…nearly everywhere, the Goddess was revered as wise counselor and prophetess.  The Celtic Cerridwen was the Goddess of Intelligence and Knowledge in the pre-Christian legends of Ireland, the priestesses of the Goddess Gaia provided the wisdom of divine revelation at pre-Greek sanctuaries, while the Greek Demeter and the Egyptian Isis were both invoked as law-givers and sage dispensers of righteous wisdom, counsel, and justice.  The Egyptian Goddess Maat represented the very order, rhythm, and truth of the Universe…  while the archaeological records of the city of Nimrud, where Ishtar was worshipped, revealed that women served as judges and magistrates in the courts of law…  The worship of female deities appeared in every area of the world…  Myths present ideas that guide perception, conditioning us to think and even perceive in a particular way, especially when we are young and impressionable.  Often [myths] portray the actions of people who are rewarded or punished for their behavior, and we are encouraged to view these as examples to emulate or avoid.  So many of the stories told to us, from the time we are just old enough to understand, deeply affect our attitudes and comprehension of the world about us and ourselves.  Our ethics, morals, conduct, values, sense of duty and even sense of humor are often developed from simple childhood parables and fables.  From them we learn what is socially acceptable in the society from which [those parables and fables] come.  They define good and bad, right and wrong, what is natural and what is unnatural among the people who hold the myths as meaningful.  It [is] quite apparent that the myths and legends that grew from, and were propagated by, a religion in which the deity was female, and revered as wise, valiant, powerful, and just, provided very different images of womanhood from those which we are offered by the male-oriented religions of today.”

What was life like in those societies where that which is divine was worshipped as a feminine power?  What was life like for women, there?  The major difference, it turns out, was that kinship, heredity, property rights, family power, and rights to the political power were passed down through the women, rather than through the men.  [This is what is called, “matrilineal descent.”]  We can imagine that young girls in those societies were receiving the same liberating and empowering messages that I received when I was a pre-adolescent.  And the practice of matrilineal descent was probably the main thing patriarchal invaders from the north objected to about those societies.  They resented Goddess worshipping practices and sought to suppress and destroy them.

In a true Eden  --or Camelot, as it were--  no religious group aims to destroy the religion of any other group.  It is hard for us, in today’s religiously-conflicted world, to imagine such a peaceable society.  Theological differences in our nation go all the way back to the first Native peoples and the first Christian settlers.  In 1805, a Seneca chief, Sagu-yu-what-hah, and his tribal council, met with the Christian missionaries about their religious differences.  Sagu-yu-what-hah’s name means, “Keeper awake.”  One of the things he said to the missionaries was translated as:  
“On this fine day…  our eyes are opened, that we see clearly; our ears are unstopped, that we have been able to hear distinctly the words you have spoken.  For all these favors, we thank the Great Spirit…  We do not wish to destroy your religion, or take it from you.  We only want to enjoy our own…  We are told that you have been preaching to the white people in this place.  These people are our neighbors.  We are acquainted with them.  We will wait a little while, and see what effect your preaching has upon them.  If we find it does them good, makes them honest and less disposed to cheat [us Native people], we will then consider again of what you have said.  You have now heard our answer to your talk, and this is all we have to say at present.  As we are now going to part, we will come and take you by the hand, and hope the Great Spirit will protect you on your journey, and return you safe to your friends.”  [from, A History of the United States to 1877, pp. 46-48].

Our Mother’s Day morning here together is a day in the year for us to think about how we are viewing women who have nurtured and empowered us, in our lives, and throughout history.  And this is a day for us to be mindful that we are teaching the children around us that women can hold roles in society that are both nurturing and empowered.  You may call your vision of the ideal community we have yet to create an Eden, or a beloved Kingdom, or a beloved community, or a Camelot.  But in that society, no one is used as a means to an end--  Both women and men are self-determining and free--  People are treated with respect regardless of race, religion, ethnic background, sexual orientation, or economic class--  And history is written as the truth about how political power was used or abused.  Merlin Stone ends her book by saying [p. 241]:
“Perhaps when women and men…  at the same time, learn to consider each other’s ideas and opinions with respect, and regard the world and its riches as a place that belongs to every living being on it, we can begin to say we have become a truly civilized species.”
Parting Words [Ralph Waldo Emerson]:
“There is a deep power in which we exist.

Every moment when the individual feels touched 

by it is memorable. 

It comes to the lowly and the simple:  it comes to 

whosoever will put off what is foreign and proud; 

it comes as insight; 

it comes as serenity and grandeur.”
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